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Case Study material drawn from: 


“Adventure as a Video Game: Adventure for the Atari 2600” by Warren 
Robinett, in The Game Design Reader, A Rules of Play Anthology, edited 
by Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman, MIT Press, 2005, pp 690-713. 


Various online versions exist: 


http://www.simmphonic.com/programming/adventure.htm 


Warren Robinett 


http://www.warrenrobinett.com 

In 1979 he designed the first action-adventure vidoe game, Adventure, 
for the Atari 2600 video game console. One million copies of the 
Adventure game cartridge were sold at around $25 each. Warren 
Robinett had a salary of around $22,000 a year at that time 
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Text adventures... 


You are in a debris room filled with stuff washed in from the 
surface. A low wide passage with cobbles becomes plugged with 


mud and debris here, but an awkward canyon leads upward and 
west. A note on the wall says “MAGIC WORD XYZZY”. A three- 
foot black rod with a rusty star on an end lies nearby. 


e The user could, for example, type in: GO WEST 
or TAKE ROD or SAY XYZZY. 


At Atari in the late 1970s... 


Each game cartridge for the Atari 2600 video game 
console was created by one person. 


There was only 4K of ROM to hold a game. 

There was only 128 bytes of RAM. 

The 8-bit processor had a clock speed of 1.2 MHz. 
Display hardware was extremely limited. 
Programming was done in assembly language. 


The original text adventure by Crowther and Wood 
required a 100K of memory. 


Adventure for the Atari 2600 


The game took 8 months to complete. 


The game was the first video game to allow the player 
to explore a large multi-screen game world. 


The game contained the first “Easter Egg” — the 
author’ s signature was hidden in a secret room. 

— “| did this in the tradition of artists, down through the 
centuries, identifying themselves as the authors of their 
own works.” 

The original text adventure game was in the public 
domain, so Atari could also call the video game 
version, Adventure. 


A quest 


The player starts outside the Yellow Castle. 
The goal is to retrieve the Enchanted Chalice. 


The Enchanted Chalice is stored somewhere in a network of thirty 
rooms. 


Three dragons can chase and kill the player. 

A bat can pick up and drop objects. 

The sword is use to kill dragons. 

The bridge allows a player to cross a wall. 

The magnet can suck out objects stuck in the walls. 


The black, white, and yellow keys each unlock a castle of the 
matching colour. 
— When the portcullis is down, the castle is locked, and entering or leaving 
the castle is impossible. 
Note there are no useless objects. (Useless objects can serve as 
decopys or decorations.) 


Adaption of player input 


The text dialogue of classical adventure and the graphic language of 
the video version have different strengths. 


In classical adventure, there were thousands of combinations of 
action verbs and nouns. 


“The joystick was a natural for north-south-east-west movement... 
although it wasn't clear exactly how the button should control 
taking and dropping objects.” 


In the video version, it was decided that the act of collision is the 
pick-up action. This meant that a button press on the joystick could 
be used to drop objects. 


Picking up several objects would result in a complex dialogue for 
dropping an object in the video version. So it was decided that only 
one object could be carried at a time and that the object was 
shown beside the cursor (the player object). 


— “Players didn’t have to worry about their cursor being eaten by a dragon 
that came by while they were examining inventory.” 


Adaption of player input 


KILL DRAGON in a text adventure becomes pick up a 
sword and touch it to the dragon in the video version. 
CROSS WALL in a text adventure becomes place the 
bridge across the maze wall in the video version. 
UNLOCK CASTLE in a text adventure becomes touch a 
key to the castle's portculis in the video version. 
ATTRACT SWORD in a text adventure becomes bring 
magnet to a sword stuck in the wall in the video 
version. 

“In a sense, the held object and the touched object 
were the analogues of the action verb and noun from 
the text adventure game.” 


Goals and subgoals in the game... 


e If the Enchanted Chalice is locked in the Black 
Castle and guarded by the Red Dragon, then 
the player requires the Black Key to enter the 
castle and a sword to defend against or kill the 
Red Dragon. 

If the Black Key is locked in the White Castle in 
an inaccessible part of a maze, then the player 
requires the White Key to enter the castle and 
a Bridge to cross a maze wall. 


The four dragon states 


Each state is represented by a different dragon image. 


e Chasing a player s cursor. 
e Biting a player's cursor. 
e Finished swallowing a player's cursor. 
— Colliding once with the player's cursor enters the biting 
state and the second collision swallows the player. The 


player can recoil after the first collison if their reflexes are 
fast enough. 


— Trying out the game with various recoil intervals was 
necessary to “tune” the game. 

— “Most video games define simple one-time collison with 
enemies as fatal and irrevocable, and thereby miss a 
chance to create a more interesting interaction.” 


e Dead. 


Figure 4 : State Diagram of Dragon ©MIT Press 
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Mazes 


In a text adventure, if a player tries to GO EAST and there is no way 
East, a typical response is: “There is no way to go that direction.” In 
the video version, walls perform the analogous function. 

In a text adventure, a room has no internal structure. In the video 
version, a player has a position within the room and a single room 
can show a maze or part of a maze. 

In the video version, a player leaves a room by moving off the edge 
of the screen. 

In adventure games, rooms can be interconnected that is 
inconsistent with plane geometry and players sometimes draw 
maps to understand the maze. 

— “Itis often impossible to draw a map of an adventure game's network 

of rooms so that all linked rooms are side by side.” 

“In the video game Adventure, I chose to let players always be able 
to retrace their path.” 

— Too much trickiness can ruin the game playing experience. 


Figure 6: Consistent versus Inconsistent Geometry ©MIT press 
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Figure 8: Room Topology of the Blue Labyrinth ©MIT Press 
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e A player only sees a partial view of the labyrinth provided by one room 
and players can find the Blue Labyrinth quite confusing at first. 


e “The assumption that maps are flat surfaces is a deep-seated one and 
hard to challenge.” 


e “One player remarked that he could learn paths through the maze from 


place to place, but could never get a picture of the whole thing in his 
mind.” 


Figure 9: Room Topology of the Red Maze ©MIIT Press 
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The player must bring a Bridge through the door of the castle to get 

to the balcony. 

It is not, however, possible to re-enter the Red Maze from the 
balcony. This was a bug as all paths were meant to be retraceable. 
— The manual explains away bugs as “Bad Magic”. 


Figure 10: One Maze-Room in the Catacombs ©MIT Press 
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(10a) diagram of invisthle part of maze [10b] actual screen image 


e Inthe original text adventure, the player would receive the 
message: “It is now pitch dark. If you proceed you will likely fall into 
a pit.” The solution was to light the lamp picked up earlier. 

e Inthe video version, the player's view of the room is restricted to 
about 1/10th of a room. 

e For the 3-room catacombs near the White Castle, some thirty 
different images have to be remembered to get a complete picture 
of this maze. 
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The “dark” mazes in the White 

and Black Castles have been 

here rendered with inverse colors 

from the game Cwhich, oddly, uses 
gray for walls instead of floors in 
these areas, which is opposite of 

how floors are handled everywhere 
else in the game.) 


The shortest paths through the 
mazes are also indicated. 


When you come up with your own good idea for a game, think about it for a 
while. Not every idea is earth-shaking. If you really feel you have a good one, don't let the 
Big Guys stop you. [IF on the other hand, your big idea is another DOOM clone, please go 
stick your head in the toilet now, and flush.) The field of in teractive games is still pretty 
young, and | believe there are many interesting directions that are still completely unex- 
plored. After you read my story, get busy and make something cool, 

—Warren Robinett, November 2004 
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